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“My father was shot, and also one of my brothers. But if they confiscate all the white farms, as Mugabe is threatening to do, the economy will collapse.” A young couple from Zimbabwe on honeymoon in Rome, said this to me back in 1985. What they warned about has now come true.

Robert Mugabe and his Marxist Zanu-PF regime have turned Zimbabwe, once the most prosperous nation in sub-Saharan Africa, into a basket-case, on the brink of total collapse. 
In 1985 the old Zimbabwean dollar held parity with the US dollar. Now it is 300,000,000 to the US dollar, or 300,000 new Zim dollars. (The New Zim dollar = 1000 old Zim dollars was introduced in 2002.) Inflation runs at 7600% officially and the IMF reckons it will hit 100,000% by December.
Zimbabwe had a population of 12.8 million in 2001. Once part of the British Commonwealth as Southern Rhodesia, it borders with Zambia (N Rhodesia), Mozambique, Botswana and South Africa (SA). It became notorious when Ian Smith declared UDI. 
After the independence struggle, the President was Canaan Banana. Jesuit-schooled Robert Mugabe came to prominence first as Prime Minister, then as President. He is now 83 years old, still supposedly a Catholic, as are several of his ministers, and reputedly good friends with the Jesuit provincial. 
He has changed Zimbabwe’s Constitution frequently to grant himself extraordinary powers. The opposition, the MDC (Movement for Democratic Change) is fragmented and infiltrated by government agents.
In 1982-85 the Mugabe regime – who belong mostly to the Shona tribe – carried out numerous beatings and massacres in Matabeleland, where the people are Ndebele – related more to the Zulus. Thousands were killed – anyone in fact who spoke against Mugabe. The army thugs for this campaign of Gukuraundi – ethnic cleansing – were trained in North Korea.

Hence people go in constant fear of the army and heavily armed police force. There is no freedom of speech and no freedom of association. The public order acts (POSA and AIPPA) allow state security forces to detain anyone attending a meeting or assembly. The government recently passed a law permitting them to open letters, tap phone calls and intercept e- mails – which they had been doing illegally anyway.

Peaceful demonstrations are forbidden. In Bulawayo city centre, riot police and army cars are a common sight. People are terrorised every day. Abduction is a common occurrence. The people have no means of responding to this. When the Catholic Bishops’ recent pastoral letter was read, the security forces came to interrogate many of the priests.

Land Seizures
The eviction of the 275,000 whites and seizure of their farms began in 1997. The Government’s “Fast Track” programme of violent farm occupations took place between 2000 and 2004. Since then, there has been little food production from the farms, leading to economic collapse and widespread hunger. 
Mugabe allotted the land to government officials and his Zanu PF supporters who had no knowledge of advanced farming. Consequently maize production collapsed.  Many black farmworkers and their dependants became homeless. Some of the whites were killed. Others have gone abroad to Zambia and Mozambique, obtained land there and are doing well. 
The farms were looted. Combine harvesters, tractors, and irrigation equipment were sold off abroad for cash. The few who did try to farm the land found themselves handicapped by lack of fertilisers and expertise. Land was not shared out among villagers – they have only their little vegetable plots.

People’s staple food is maize powder, which is made into a sort of thick porridge called sadza, and eaten with home-grown vegetables. Poor rainfall for the last 5 years has made the situation desperate. Stocks are depleted. Starvation is common and families often go for two or three days without a single meal.

There used to be winter farming in the dry season, from June to August, using artesian water from boreholes. The white farmers had irrigation pumps to obtain ground water, but these were sold off – so no water, no irrigation, no winter crops.

Supermarkets shelves are empty of basic commodities. Mr Mugabe is threatening to confiscate the supermarket firms and the petrol stations. He has fixed maximum prices for food commodities and fuel, but they are so low, due to the collapse of the currency, that firms cannot afford to sell for such prices, often less than the cost of importing the raw materials from e.g. Botswana.
The State has already taken over some factories e.g. Astra, which produced paint and roofing materials. A government official turns up and demands that the owner make him a shareholder – he then takes over a majority of the shares.

 Some Zimbabweans go to neighbouring countries to look for food. In SA the women work often as cooks, and the men as gardeners. However it takes years to obtain a passport. Now SA has introduced a very expensive visa (2000 rands = £140) for anyone wanting to travel or work there. Mozambique has also recently introduced visas. 
Zimbabweans may pass through the official border, but then be turned back by unofficial road blocks, because South Africans do not want so many immigrants due to the increased influx of refugees. Millions have now fled Zimbabwe. White SA farmers along the frontier have been rounding up illegal immigrants, collapsing from exhaustion and starvation. They hand them over to the police to be deported. The refugees have walked for days, swum (avoiding the crocodiles) or crossed the dry bed of the Limpopo river, and climbed the border fences. 

There are some non-governmental organisations which tried to help by supplying maize powder from South Africa but the government refused to issue them with permits. It condemns them for sponsoring the opposition party, and yet thousands are starving to death. The Government is afraid that if food is given in this way, people will think it is from the Opposition, and will vote for them. 
People are not only hungry but angry as well, with long queues waiting outside shops for days. No maize powder, no sugar, no bread. The Government has also interfered to prevent the Church and parish priests from buying and distributing maize.
In 2005 in Harare and Bulawayo, the government’s “Operation Removing the Dirt” destroyed people’s houses – not just shanty towns but also good buildings which had been erected decades ago. Mugabe is supposed to have taken a dislike to shanty towns. He promised to build better houses but this has not happened. Thousands now live in the open with no shelter – possible in summer but not in winter. It is a hopeless situation.
The petrol stations are dry with no fuel, unless imported or smuggled across in large drums from SA or Botswana. Bought for hard currency, the traders cannot afford to sell it at below cost price for worthless Zimbabwean dollars. They must have rands or pulas (the Botswana currency). 

Ambulances are at a standstill. Often one sees people pushing wheelbarrows with a sick person inside, being taken to the nearest clinic or hospital. Of course there is plenty of fuel for government ministers, for the Army, for the police and for the CIO (Central Intelligence Organisation).
Many people have to walk to their workplace as there is no transport. They have to leave home at 4 am and only arrive home at 8 pm in the evening. Factories are closing and many people are unemployed, and the government is threatening to take them over, together with the shops, as they did with the farms. In the quarter of Harare where Mugabe’s politicians live, the supermarkets are stacked with food and western luxuries.
HEALTH: Life expectancy at birth is 37 for women and 32 for men. Health services were improving up to 2000, but 80% of all beds were occupied by AIDS patients.  There used to be Government hospitals, Council clinics and church hospitals. Patients are being referred from government town hospitals to church hospitals in the countryside, because of lack of drugs and equipment. 
Many doctors and nurses have already left Zimbabwe for England, Australia, SA. There are no drugs and as a result thousands are dying. AIDS is a scourge and there are no drugs available to suppress the virus. The graveyards are now full.

EDUCATION: All teachers, in government and Catholic schools were paid by the government. However, the system has collapsed and qualified teachers are leaving for neighbouring countries, especially SA and Lesotho, because their state salaries have become worthless. 
WATER: Due to drought, the dams around Bulawayo are dry and there is no water. Those around Harare have a little water but there are no chemicals available to purify it. The system used to be run by the City Council, but when the Government took it over, it deteriorated rapidly. In Bulawayo the people sometimes have to go two weeks without water and when it does come it is very dirty and has to be boiled. Other times they have to walk a mile or two to a borehole and carry the water. Women can carry 20-25 litres on their heads. The water is salty but they must drink it anyway. During electric power cuts, the pumps which fetch water up from the boreholes won’t work.
ELECTRICITY. The cities are frequently dark because of blackouts. There are constant power cuts sometimes for 24 hours and we now have to cook over a fire outside. At night we have to go by moonlight. People have to hunt for firewood in the bush. Some come selling logs and firewood.
The President of Ghana condemned the Mugabe regime as “a disgrace to Africa”, while the President of Zambia referred to Zimbabwe as a “sinking Titanic.” South Africa's President, Thabo Mbeki, however supports Mugabe, and has delayed the African Union’s attempt to moderate the situation. There have been rumours of politicians’ involvement in deals over illegal gold mining.
Please pray for Archbishop Pius Ncube, Mugabe’s most vocal opponent. I cannot reveal my own sources because I don’t want to put anyone in danger by publishing this article.

“Please help us by encouraging the United Nations to come to our aid. The targeted sanctions which have been imposed on the President and the Government officials of Zimbabwe are not affecting them, as they can go to China and other countries. They are only affecting the innocent people.”            

